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"WHEN the WORLD TOTTERED 


By LESTER DEL REY 


EARTHBOUND 
by Alfred Coppel 


It was Pete Farley's Job to catch the saboteur on the rocket project. But can 
you capture something you can't see? 


The desert sun burned through the windows, etching bright squares on 
the floor and bathing the green walls in reflected radiance. It was hot, and 
the soft hum of the air conditioner was a somnolent sound in the Security 
Office. Outside, the buildings of the Project Station, shimmery in the heat, 
squatted in the dark pools of their own shade. In the far distance, the three 
empty launching racks limned themselves accusingly against the brassy sky. 

Pete Marley looked up as his secretary entered and seated herself across 
from him, pad and pencil poised. He rummaged in the litter of papers on his 
desk and found the manila marked: Ranheil, C. M. 

He extracted a sheet from the envelope, fingering it nervously. The 
information was all there, amazingly. And like the purloined letter, it had 
been ignored because it was obvious. That hurt Pete where he lived. But at 
least he had it now. Before the next launching... 

Ever since the last crash, Pete had been digging. Sifting and screening, 
narrowing the search. Until now only Ranheil remained under scrutiny. And 
Ranheil was it. 

That was bad enough in itself, Marley thought bleakly. The knowledge 
that all the security work—the oaths, the checks and examinations and 
investigations—had failed to keep a saboteur out of the Project. But there 
was more. How much more to it, he could only guess—and his guess 
frightened him. 

He looked again at Ranheil's dossier. The oddly patterned whorls on the 
fingerprints, the peculiar encephalograph curve. The glossy I. D. 
photograph stared back, at him from amid that welter of personal data. 
Marley was chilled by its alienage. The fine, almost delicate bone structure. 
The almond eyes half hidden by the tinted lenses. The phrase was in his 
mind—stuck there, like a tiny sliver of ice. The phrase was: Not human.... 


Marley shifted uneasily in his chair. He would have to lay his findings 
before Dr. Hartmann, of course. His personal dislike for the Project Director 
could not be allowed to endanger the next launching. Hartmann would 
enjoy making the Security Director squirm, no doubt. He had a low opinion 
of "security" anyway, and this business wouldn't make Pete Marley look 
good. Heads would roll. And not Hartmann's, either. 

Marley grimaced. Hartmann was repellent, but he had a right to the 
facts, as Pete saw them. Three moon-shots had failed because of sabotage. 
And Ranheil wasn't human— 

They'll think I've had too much sun, Pete thought bleakly. Martians in 
New Mexico. Orson Welles stuff! 
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Hildy was waiting patiently, her pencil poised above the notepad. A 
small golden girl. The sun struck her taffy colored hair and lightly freckled 
face. There were tiny beads of perspiration on her forehead and her upper 
lip. Her dress clung damply to her body. There was a golden fuzz on her 
bare legs. Pete gnawed his lower lip. He'd never paid much attention to 
Hildy. She was pretty ordinary. Jus—human. A person. Nothing like 
Ranheil. In spite of himself, Marley shivered. He felt quite suddenly like 
something under a microscope and he didn't like it. Vague fear and 
resentment crowded up into his throat. 

He gathered up Ranheil's file and got to his feet. "Never mind, Hildy," 
he said, "We'll do the report later." 

"Al right, sir." 

"If anyone calls, tell them I've gone over to see Dr. Hartmann." 

"Yes, Mr, Marley." 

"TIl be back about sixteen hundred." 

"Lieutenant Bishop will be here at fifteen thirty," Hildy said. 

Bishop. The first pilot for the next moonshot. Marley wondered vaguely 
about the morale problem among the Air Force youngsters waiting to take 
the next rocket up. The three crashes couldn't be good for them. He had 
better talk to Bishop and keep his finger on the pulse of the second-stage. 
personnel. That was all part of Security. Scared pilots were bad risks. 


"Have him wait for me, Hildy." He gathered up his papers and stepped 
out into the broiling sun, a sense of terrible urgency driving him across the 
shimmering square toward the Administration Building and Director 
Hartmann's office. 
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Farley's interview with Dr. Hartmann left him shaky and spent. When 
he' left the Director's office, his hand trembled with a mixture of 
mortification and concern. 

He tried to organize his thoughts for the next move—and found himself 
unsure that there was one. 

"You surprise me,. Mister Marley," Hartmann had said coldly, "I had not 
expected such imagination in a policeman." 

"If you'll examine these papers, Dr. Hartmann—" 

Hartmann, a huge bulk behind his neatly ordered desk, huge and shiny 
and somehow reptilian, had cut him off sharply. 

"You have overreached yourself at last, Marley, just as I knew you 
would. It isn't enough that you have disrupted important work and alienated 
valuable personnel with your witch-hunting—now you come searching for 
—" The voice had grown heavy with sarcasm. "—for non-humans. The 
absurdity of your position should be apparent—even to you." 

"One, two and three were all sabotaged, Hartmann. The investigating 
committee—" 

"Not Russian spies this time? Or fellow-travelers? Or poor loyalty 
risks?" Grating, heavy-handed irony. "Of course not. This time it is to be 
Martians!" 

"I didn't say that." 

"Just what, exactly, did you say?" 

"Simply that—that I have evidence that indicates there might be doubt 
concerning Ranheil's—humanity," Marley had finished unsteadily. Now it 
seemed that his certainty and urgency was evaporating under Hartmann's 
scorn. He felt ridiculous as he spoke the words. 

"I think," Dr. Hartmann had said coldly, "That you have had too much, 
Marley. You need a change of scenery. I'll take it up with Washington in the 
morning. In the meantime—" And-here the tone of command was 


unmistakable. "Do nothing more about this insane notion of yours. Ranheil 
is a valuable technician. I do not want him victimized. Is that clear?" 

It was clear enough, Pete thought as he recrossed the square toward his 
office, clear enough that Hartmann thought he was a whack—and one that 
he would be very glad to be rid of. Marley had no illusions about how his 
theory of the moonshots' sabotage would be taken in official Washington. 
He could remember the laughter that greeted reports of flying saucers. The 
very least he could hope for would be dismissal. 
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Pete Marley received his second blow when young Bishop told him the 
launching of shot number four was scheduled for 0300 of the next day. 
Hartmann hadn't mentioned it to him at all. Pete frowned. So he was already 
on the outside looking in. That's what happened to imaginative policemen, 
he told himself. He should have kept his mouth shut. 

When Bishop had gone, Pete asked Hildy to locate Ranheil for him. 
Then he went to his quarters and rummaged through his locker. He found 
the Luger and checked the clip. It was loaded, all right. The clock on his 
dresser said 1630. 

The telephone rang. It was Hildy. 

"I couldn't locate Mr. Ranheil," she said, "The lab people said he might 
be at number four launching site... Do you want me to try there?" 

"No, Hildy. Just get me a jeep from the motor pool. Tell them to have it 
at the office by 1730." 

From here on in, Pete thought bleakly, he was acting without official 
sanction. If Hartmann found out it would mean arrest, but he had to risk it. 

Ranheil at the launching site. Another piece of the mosaic fell into 
place. Ranheil had been right in the middle of. missile research for how 
long now? Six years, the record showed. Since early 1950. He had a quiet 
reputation for excellence—even brilliance in rocket development. There 
were at least four components in the moon-rockets that he had developed 
personally and at his own expense. The investigating committee had stated 
very clearly that the sabotaged parts of the crashed rockets had not been the 
parts made by Ranheil. Alien or not, Pete thought grimly, a criminal is 
likely to work in a pattern. He figured he had Ranheil's pattern established. 


Question. Where did Ranheil come from? The thought was a frightening 
one. Not human. Not of earth? It didn't necessarily follow. But the 
preoccupation with missile research seemed to indicate that Ranheil had 
come from—where? And how? The why of it seemed clear to Marley now. 
Something, somewhere wanted men earth-bound. Permanently. "I think 
we're property," Fort had said long ago. Part of the pattern? Pete Marley 
looked at his hands. They were trembling... 
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The lights of Marley's jeep picked up the first checkpoint on the rutted 
road to number four site. A white-helmeted MP flagged him down and 
inspected his ID Card in the tiny glare of a pocket-flash. Satisfied, he 
stepped back and motioned Marley through the roadblock. 

"Has Mr. Ranheil been through here tonight, Corporal?" 

The MP consulted his clip-board. "Yes, sir. Came through about 1630." 

"Thank you, Corporal." Marley put the jeep into gear and moved off 
down the narrow road. The Luger felt heavy in his pocket. 

Overhead, the desert stars seemed unnaturally bright. Over the crest of 
the low hills to the east, a crescent moon was rising, its dark sphere blotting 
out the starfields. Cacti and joshua trees crouched grotesquely in the 
starlight, like half-formed dreams. The headlights of the jeep were an island 
of reality in a fey landscape. 

Marley thought of Hartmann and his lips pursed distastefully. He 
remembered the scene in the Director's office with a mixture of shame and 
revulsion. He should have spoken up more. He should have made Hartmann 
understand. Instead he had let the man beat him down with scorn and 
sarcasm. It was no wonder, Marley thought grudgingly, that Hartmann had 
been made Project Director. No one stood up to Hartmann very long—or 
very well. 

Pete looked back along the dark road, fearfully. If Hartmann should find 
out where he was and what he was planning— 

He didn't want to think about that. 

The dark spire of number four was topping a low ridge as Marley pulled 
away from the second check-point. The lattice of the launching rack made a 
black pattern against the night sky. As he drew nearer, the reflected glow of 


flood-lights bathed the lower part of the spaceship's hull. A single light 
shone through the open valve near the needle-sharp prow, some eighty feet 
above the clustered technicians on the circular ramp. 

Marley parked his jeep and mingled with the men at the base of the 
craft. He asked for Ranheil. Someone pointed to the open valve. Marley 
nodded and stepped onto the lift. As the platform drew level with the open 
lock, he saw Ranheil. He was crouched over the control panel, a section of 
which had been removed. It lay on the deck at his feet, trailing wires among 
a litter of tools. 

Marley stepped into the control, room. Ranheil turned to look into the 
muzzle of the Luger. An expression of fearful incredulity spread over the 
delicate features. 

"Don't talk," Marley said softly. "Come with me." 

Ranheil seemed weak with terror. He nodded soundlessly. Marley led 
him onto the lift, keeping his pistol concealed, but pressed against Ranheil's 
back. 

"That jeep, Ranheil. Walk slowly. Do not attract attention," Marley said. 
He spoke calmly, but his heart was pounding and his mouth was dry. What, 
he thought, if I am mistaken? 

He started the motor and backed the jeep carefully out of the parking 
area. Slowly, deliberately, he drove through the check-point and out into the 
darkness of the desert. The moon was halfway to the zenith now, spreading 
a pale and ghostly light over the rolling dunes and dry wadis. 

Ranheil spoke for the first time. He spoke in a voice thick with fear. It 
was a question, but spoken in a liquid gush of alien polysyllables. Alien... 
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Marley did not reply. Instead, he turned off the main road and into a dry 
wash. When he had driven a few hundred feet he stopped the jeep and 
switched off the lights and motor. "Get out, Ranheil," He said. 

Again that pleading question in a fluid foreign tongue. Ranheil's eyes 
were pale and wide in the faint moonlight. Marley could feel the other's 
terror. It was like a tangible aura in the night. 

Marley took Ranheil by the wrist and swung him around, shoving up on 
his twisted arm. Ranheil moaned with pain and fear. 


"Now talk!" Marley gritted, "Who are you?" 

The other seemed struck dumb. "You—you do not know me?" He 
twisted his head around so that his face was close to Marley's. There was a 
look of mixed hope and disbelief in the almond-shaped eyes. "You are not 
—" The last word was a slurred alien sound. 

"Talk, I said!" Marley said viciously. 

"You are not the Overlord! Gods! There is hope!" Ranheil whispered. 

"Where did you come from?" Marley demanded. 

There was a moment of charged silence. Ranheil looked hard and 
searchingly into Marley's face. Presently he raised his eyes to the sky. His 
free hand pointed to the reddish star that hung near the lower horn of the 
crescent moon. "From there," he said. 

The suddenness of his victory and the shocking implications of it sent a 
tremor through Marley. He released Ranheil and stepped back, the blood 
roaring in his ears. "Go on," he said shakily. 

"I... I am what you... of earth would call a... refugee," Ranheil said, 
"The Overlords devastated our land and scattered our people—because we 
sought to reach the stars." His voice, gained in resonance as he went on. "I 
stowed away on one of the ships of the Overlords and came here. In my 
own land, among my own people I was a leader in the rush for the stars. 
Now my people are gone, and I have come here—to help you, my 
brothers," he finished simply. 

Pete Marley sank back on the fender of the jeep. This, he told himself 
was all a dream. It was insanity. It was madness. "Are you saying that there 
is another race in space?" he asked hoarsely, "A race of... Overlords... that 
mean to keep us earth-bound?" 

There was a faint whirring sound behind him, and a pale blue light. The 
radiance bathed Ranheil's face and Marley saw panic contort him like a 
marionette. Before Marley's horrified eyes Ranheil collapsed to the sand, 
grotesquely, hideously. 

A voice said: "A little knowledge is a dangerous thing, Mister Marley." 

Marley felt weak. His legs refused to support him. An enervating 
lassitude swept over him; he sank to the sand in front of the jeep, unable to 
move. He could see that his body was glowing faintly with a weirdly blue 
radiance. 


There was a movement. Above him stood a god-like figure, naked but 
for a belt of metallic mesh around its waist. The creature was sexless, huge, 
reptilian. Terror and nausea surged in Marley, but he was helpless to break 
his paralysis. The creature's face— 

Hartmann! 

"Do you imagine that the stars are for such as you?" The god... 
Hartmann... laughed. The radiance grew brighter, crackling and dancing 
across the sand toward Ranheil. It touched him. He twitched once or twice 
and was still. Marley knew he was dead. 

The blue fire reached again. 

As the flames approached, Pete Marley stared up at the desert stars. 

Suddenly they seemed very far away. 


